Hearing difficulties are common in patients with rheumatoid arthritis.
Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is well known to affect many different organ systems. Previous work suggests that this includes the auditory system and that measures of hearing may be related to indices of RA disease activity. The aims of this study were to determine whether hearing loss in young subjects with rheumatoid arthritis is greater than would be expected in the normal population and whether disease activity or duration correlate with hearing levels. About 55 patients (less than 50 years old) with RA were sampled from a secondary-care-level population. Pure-tone audiograms, transient evoked otoacoustic emissions (TEOAEs) and rheumatological assessment including disease duration and the DAS28 disease activity score were carried out. Subjective hearing loss was a common symptom with a prevalence of 29.6% (95% CI 17.8-42.2%). The prevalence of conductive hearing loss was 1.9% (95% CI 0.3-9.7%)). Subjects with RA had worse hearing than expected at low and middle frequencies (250 Hz to 2 kHz). TEOAEs were absent in 15 of 84 (18%, 95% CI 11-27%) normal ears. No relationship was demonstrated between hearing thresholds and markers of disease activity or other rheumatological parameters. Hearing loss is common in young people with RA and should be sought by clinicians caring for this patient population. TEOAEs are absent in a higher proportion of patients than expected, and this may be a marker of early asymptomatic hearing loss. It may be conductive or sensorineural and may take any configuration, including low-frequency loss.